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This article is based primarily on Albert Ellis’ (9/27/1913-7/24/2007)
autobiography All Out; all page numbers in the text below refer to this
book. According to Ivey (2016), Ellis is considered the “originator of cognitive
behavior therapy”; he called his early version Rational Emotive Therapy, but
later retitled it as Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy (REBT).
With a lifetime of productivity that is hard to match, Ellis authored over 80
books (p. 13) and 1800 articles (per Debbie Joffe Ellis, Personal
Communication, 1/3/2016, and not 800 as noted on p. 13 and elsewhere in
the book). Each year between 1943-2005, he read “many more” than 35
relevant and popular books “to keep up with the popular pulse” (Ellis, D. J.,
Personal Communication 1/3/2016), treated hundreds of patients in individual

and group therapy, and supervised approximately 200 therapists (see also pp.
146-147). Additionally, he founded and ran (1955-2005) the Albert Ellis
Institute in New York. It is therefore natural to ask what made him so
creatively productive?
Ellis wrote the first draft (250 pages) of All Out at age 73. Per Debbie Joffe
Ellis (Personal Communication 1/3/2016), he got back to work on it in his final
years, but died before completing it. She gathered over 1200 pages of the
manuscript and wrote the final chapter, but the publisher edited the book
down to 668 pages. A master storyteller, with Gandhian honesty, he
revealed and reflected on his experiences and issues (love, sex, work,
illnesses) throughout his life and his experiments on coping with them
without embarrassment or guilt. He kept copious notes about his varied
experiences throughout his life. His extraordinary interest in reading, writing,
note taking, reflecting, experimenting to test what made things better for him,
and teaching others what he learned may partly explain his creative
accomplishments. It is not surprising that Ellis attributed the origins of
his psychotherapy methods largely to his own experiences and much less to
his professional training and experiences with clients (p. 15).
“Little Human Scientist,” Exceptionally Keen to Find Ways of Making his
Sufferings Less Miserable
Reflecting on his childhood, Ellis saw himself as “a little human scientist,”
intensely interested in observing, understanding, making predictions, verifying,
and revising predictions about how to cope with his own life issues (pp. 2425). In All Out, he recalls that at age 4
I met the enemy (i.e., my own catastrophizing thoughts of being cooped up in
the kindergarten) and . . . I reasoned myself out of the near-panic state in
which I had put myself, concluded that my whole world was really not about to
cave in, and decided to stay in class and see what was going to happen. (p.
27; italics in original)
I began to think about—philosophize about—the hassles and fears I
encountered and how I could stop making myself unduly anxious, depressed,
or self-pitying. I didn’t always succeed. (p. 29)

I began to learn—or should I more accurately say, I began to teach myself—
some major rules of stubbornly refusing to upset myself about virtually any
unavoidable hassles or pains. (p. 30)
As early as age 5, he began to accept things he could not change (p. 36); he
realized he could make a choice about how he felt about things. For example,
he accepted the transient nature of his headaches—that they are “unfairly
back again (for what bad thing had I done to bring it on?), but that [they] would
go” or “This too shall pass!” (p. 71).
Thus, it was “little Albert” (p. 26) who began discovering some rudiments of
Rational Emotive Therapy “derived” from such maxims as “‘Shit happens,’
‘This, too, will pass’ and ‘Every cloud has a silver lining’” (pp. 154-155), as a
way of talking himself out of depression, anger, anxiety, loneliness, and
headaches. He also notes his “main theory of [REBT] also stems from [his]
early sex-love hang-ups and what [he] actively—most actively—did to
overcome them” (p. 235).
Curiosity Put to Good Use
As a child “curious about everything,” he didn’t judge happenings as “‘good’ or
‘bad.’" Whatever happened, he “found it interesting—indeed
fascinating. ‘Nothing like learning!’ I thought, so I learned and learned and
learned” (p. 24).
At age 7, Little Albert, curious about female genitalia, while a patient at a
pediatric ward, invented the “flashlight” game so that he and his little fellow
patients would have some fun. The game involved children raising their
nightgowns to see each other naked using their flashlights after the lights
were out. He later regarded this game as a precursor to his “shame attacking
exercise” designed to help people see that even if what they had done was
bad, but “they themselves are never rotten or bad persons” (p. 111).
A Philosophy of Challenge

As a child, Ellis adopted a “philosophy of challenge” viewing life’s issues as
problems to be solved, “as a process instead of a final problem—that is, as a
difficulty to be explored and to be met rather than one to be thrown by or
become devastated about” (p. 128).

Loved Reading and Writing
He taught himself to read with the help of a friend before entering first
grade. Even as a child, he read voraciously—borrowing two books at a time
from his public library, which soon ran out of interesting books for him to read
(pp. 206-207).
During his late teens he read H.G. Wells, Bertrand Russell, Virginia Woolf,
and others (p. 299). At an early age, his interest in romantic operettas
motivated him to become a “world’s leading” authority on the works of
Jacques Offenbach, Johann Strauss, and others (p. 208). As a student (age
18) at the Baruch College of Commerce, he “devoured all of the writings
of Freud, Jung, Adler and other psychoanalysts” (p. 286) even though he
majored in accounting (p. 259). As a young wannabe revolutionist during his
college days, he read the works of Stalin, Marx, Engels, Lenin, and others (p.
268); he read 900 books (90% non-fiction) before he turned 24 (p. 340).
When his political “revolutionary activity waned,” he “decided to become a
“sex-love revolutionist” (p. 335). He recollects:
I read hundreds of books and articles on love, including stories, novels, plays
and poems. You name it and I read it. Through this reading, through my own
amative experience, and through my firsthand interviews and questionnaire
study of several hundred young women, I probably became the foremost
authority in the world on love emotions by the time I was thirty-four. (p. 161)
Ellis could forego pleasurable activities to write and resented interruptions
while writing. He disliked having unfinished projects. His primary interest in
writing was to help people, although when young he perhaps wrote also to
“gain fame and fortune” (p. 327).
Ellis started writing lyrics and comic verse at age 16, and over his lifetime he
wrote hundreds of satirical verses about the ways we make ourselves
miserable; many are still popular today with psychologists. He loved the
challenge of writing lyrics and experimented with various approaches. But
being a “perfectionistically inclined involver” (p. 83), sometimes he “ruined”
them by overstressing “their rhyme schemes” (p. 82). However, when that
happened he wasn’t “horrified or depressed—only frustrated and
disappointed” (pp. 82-83). He stated

I make choices—usually one or two main choices—and I push my ass.
Passionately. Fervently. And, yes with some degree of obsessivecompulsiveness. I think that this is one of my basic, biologically propelled
(and otherwise aided) natures. I hope it will be till I kick the final bucket. (p. 83)
Frustration Tolerance
Ellis characterized himself as having had high degrees of low (LFT) and high
frustration tolerance (HFT), which operated as distinct aspects. He thought he
owed his productivity to HFT for getting things done, persisting, and not
whining about “the shit work accomplishment requires” (p. 159).
Per Ellis, the LFT in him was the “worst saboteur in doing what [he] ‘really’
wanted to do” (p. 19). Did he beat himself sometimes? Apparently so and
consistent with REBT, he castigated his performance, not his “essential self or
personhood” (p. 160). He admitted, he was not always successful—he
sometimes felt guilty and engaged in “self-downing” (p. 160). He reflected
that he created his HFT since he knew his LFT would not work (p. 252).
Loathed Boredom
He “hated to waste any time” (p. 524, italics in original). “So I incessantly
therapize, supervise, dictate letters, write books and articles . . . do other
things—almost any other things—to short-circuit boredom, lethargy, and
apathy” (p. 196).
Even when hospitalized or going through medical procedures, he tried to stay
active to any extent possible, by composing lyrics mentally or holding
telephone sessions with clients.
Summary
Ellis attributed his creativity to learning by approaching life issues with intense
curiosity, imagination, self-reflection, and dedicated effort. He invented and
tested coping strategies on himself and avoided judging self and others’
essential personhood. He thought of himself as a “doer”—driven to figure
ways of doing things better and more efficiently (p. 241).
At age 92, he noted that he wrote five new books in the past few years and
“two I’m working on at the present time” (p. 557). Debbie Joffe Ellis, his wife,

recalls him (at age 93) holding a session with students in the
hospital’s trauma room, lying on a stretcher with “intravenous fluid dripping
into his arms, nutrient fluid being pumped into his abdomen, surrounded by
fifteen students, their teacher, and me. He talked magnificently about REBT,
the importance of suffering less and enjoying more” (p. 571). Ellis strove until
he kicked the “final bucket” to make life better for himself and others. He
loved to “learn and teach” and to “teach and learn” (p. 207) to help people
change themselves.
Author Note: I gratefully acknowledge Dr. Debbie Joffe Ellis for her helpful
comments on an earlier version of this article and also for providing me
additional information. I am also thankful to Dr. Joseph Browne for his helpful
comments.
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